Introduction
The PraDES project is a trilingual (English, French and Spanish) online survey devoted to an international investigation into the classroom assessment practices of higher education professors (the PraDES project: www.smart.ulg.ac.be/prades). These research notes are intended, on the one hand, to describe the PraDES survey, its objectives, the types of access that were made available to institutions wishing to participate, and the dissemination policy employed; on the other hand, it will show how the questionnaire and its items were structured, in addition to providing some examples of treatments within and between institutions that followed the testing of the francophone version of the questionnaire in three universities, two in Belgium and one in Canada. Presenting the data-processing perspectives makes it possible to illustrate this survey's capacity to show differences within and between institutions in the domain of assessment practices, which can also be explained by a series of items on professors' perceptions of the role of assessment.
Through these research notes on the PraDES study, we invite all persons who are interested in classroom assessment practices at the higher education level to take part in this project, and we encourage universities to participate in the survey.
Emergence of 'scholarship of assessments' in the university system For someone outside the university system, the scope of assessment-related activities (including different types of assessments: from learning assessments in classrooms to external audits) conducted there is often quite surprising. Astin (1993, 1 ) made a very appropriate observation when he remarked that in North American universities almost everything is evaluated and almost all members of the university community are involved in evaluating something or somebody. This observation is probably truer now than it was 15 years ago, since such activities have been extended throughout the world. Students are evaluated upon admission to university and in each course they take, and they are asked more and more frequently to evaluate their professors' teaching practices. Programmes are regularly reviewed by administrators and some institutions must face external audits by accreditation organisations. Professors evaluate each other's performances when it is time for tenure confirmation and newcomers are evaluated when recruited and again when hired.
Given that assessment-related activities have become more widespread in higher education, it would appear normal that some researchers study them closely. As a matter of fact, this is exactly what has happened in the last 20 years, as research on university assessment practices has taken off and sparked repeated calls for the creation of a community dedicated to the 'scholarship of assessment' in higher education (see, for example, Banta et al. 1996; Mentkowski and Loacker 2002; Stefani 2004 Stefani -2005 Rust 2007 ).
The lack of data to draw up comparative profiles of classroom assessment practices In this context, numerous publications have been devoted to the assessment of learning in the classroom, listing available practices and tools and describing each one's advantages in terms of context and tradition. However, we currently do not possess enough data to draw up a comparative profile of practices across different institutions, disciplinary traditions and countries. Romainville (2006) Blais et al. (1997) , conducted at the Université de Montréal and its affiliated schools (Canada). But none of these studies adopted a truly global comparative point of view (between institutions and countries, and within disciplinary traditions).
Given the dearth of publications on comparative classroom assessment practices, one might be tempted to question the relevance of gathering data on the subject. But these concerns are closely related to a movement towards quality assessment that, since the early 1990s, has reached into almost all European and North American institutions (Kaufman 1992; Kauffman, Dupont, and Philippart 1995; Segers and Dochy 1996; Lim 1999; Messick 1999) . Moreover, this movement is itself part of a global trend that has seen quality control mechanisms introduced into all levels of education (Ramsden 1991; Nightingale and O'Neil 1994; Zink and Schmidt 1995; Segers, Dochy, and Cascallar 2003) . In a context where public action must demonstrate its effectiveness and efficiency, and where the links between teaching and the quality of learning are regularly highlighted, it seems relevant to identify the trends and logic that govern university professors' decisions with respect to the modes of learning assessment favoured within the framework of their delivery of teaching services. Moreover, given that university teaching practices are changing rapidly due to the introduction of different views of the learning process, one might conclude that the same holds for assessment practices. For the moment, however, we are in the dark about such matters.
These, then, are the objectives we have pursued through research work that led to the development of a trilingual (English, French and Spanish) online survey devoted to an international investigation into the classroom assessment practices of higher education professors (the PraDES project: www.smart.ulg.ac.be/prades). A basic premise of this survey is that classroom assessment practices are quite diversified and not well documented. They would thus reflect professors' values and perceptionssubject, however, to environmental variables such as institutional selectivity, class size, level of education (undergraduate or graduate), disciplinary tradition, cultural differences, etc. This survey, in line with the 'scholarship of assessment' tradition as presented by Banta and associates (2002) and Stefani (2004 Stefani ( -2005 , proposes an online platform that will allow institutions of higher learning to document some of their current practices and to compare observed trends with what is happening elsewhere, in accordance with differing missions and traditions.
Goals of the project
The goals of this project are, therefore, to become more familiar with the broad range of classroom assessment practices used by professors around the world and to gather data on professors' perceptions of the role of assessment. These data should also help university services or organisations that guide professors in the application of effective student assessment mechanisms. Our main objective is not to extend conclusions based on data gathered from a sub-group to the entire population of professors at a given university. Rather, it is to familiarise ourselves with the diversity of their practices and perceptions, privileging analytical approaches within institutions as much as comparisons by institution and country. Data thus gathered are difficult to generalise, first because, in surveys such as this, there is always a variable response rate across participating institutions and second because, to answer some of the items, respondents are asked to select one of the courses they teach and to forward contextual information (class size, level of education, hours, etc.). So we cannot know if the course chosen is representative of all the courses given, nor can we claim that the picture is accurate or could be generalised to all of the courses given by a specific professor. Asking the professors to answer the items for each of their courses would have made the questionnaire too long and impracticable. Of course this is a limitation of the investigation but, based on what was learned in Blais et al.'s (1997) study, we can foresee very interesting ways of using the data collected. Since the perception items of the questionnaire are not related to any specific course, it should be interesting to link them to assessment practices. The information collected through this survey could be very useful to help professors improve their assessment practices and better understand their methodological choices. This will contribute to improve the support of those who are preoccupied with their assessment practices.
The survey
In 1995, an interdisciplinary research group from the Université de Montréal (GRIPU) conducted a survey on practices and perceptions with regard to the assessment of classroom learning at the university and its affiliated schools. This is still one of the most significant surveys ever conducted in the francophone world and we have not found anything equivalent in the English-speaking research community. More than a decade after this survey, two research groups, one from the Université de Liège (SMART) in Belgium and one from the Université de Montréal (GRIÉMEtic) in Canada, are proposing to replicate it. Converging interests have led them to produce a new questionnaire using some of the items from the earlier one and taking into account new practices linked to technological advances that have occurred since. The survey questionnaire is currently available in English, French and Spanish, and has been used by six universities located on three continents. A German and a Dutch version are also on the agenda. According to modalities to be discussed, the researchers in charge of the project are open to versions in other languages.
How to access the questionnaire
We wish to fill the lack of data about assessment practices that take place in higher education and put them into context. Besides, we wish to share these data with all those who are interested in the issue of learning assessment in higher education. Therefore, we must include as many institutions as possible in the survey process, which is why we imagine a web-based approach to collect the data.
Designed to collect and share a large data-set that should facilitate rich and relevant comparisons, the PraDES international survey is open to all institutions of higher learning that wish to participate in this investigation. Requests can be made by contacting the authors, and additional information on the survey and on scientific partnerships can be accessed via the project website: www.smart.ulg.ac.be/prades.
To be part of the project a participating institution must transmit the following information to the person in charge of the operational side of the project:
(1) A letter from the director of the institution confirming that it supports the survey and agreeing to the dissemination of the questionnaire via the Internet. (2) The text of the email message that will be used to invite professors to respond to the questionnaire. (3) A list of the statuses of the various professors (assistant, associate, etc.) so that the questionnaire can be adapted accordingly. (4) A list of the different faculties so the questionnaire can be adapted accordingly. (5) If relevant, a list of additional items of specific interest to the institution (with a limit set by the person in charge of operations as to how many items can be added).
The questionnaire The sections
The questionnaire uses most of the items in the 1995 GRIPU survey. Computerising it enabled us to employ a nested design, which in turn made it possible to achieve greater precision and to enhance the diagnostic value of certain concepts. In addition, some new items related to the use of assessment technology were added. The questionnaire is divided into four sections:
• General information • Classroom assessment practices • Classroom assessment tools and assessment-related decisions • Perceptions of classroom assessment goals
The survey comprises a possible total of 361 items but, given that some items are nested in others, a particular respondent should answer, on average, fewer than 200 items. The entire process should take around 20 minutes. Figure 1 shows the proposed interface for the third section of the questionnaire. which is taken from the 'General information' section of the questionnaire. Note that this type of item has been systematically adapted according to each institutional context. For example, if a university has no law school or faculty, this option would not appear in the dropdown list. 
Frequency scales
In the third section on assessment tools, respondents are asked to express the frequency of assessment activities (always, often, rarely, never) related to the specific course they have in mind when reporting on their practices and tools. The respondent can also choose the 'Does not apply' option if the item is not relevant to his or her case. An example of this kind of item is presented in Figure 3 . Items related to perceptions of the role of assessment A major section of the questionnaire contains items pertaining to respondents' perceptions of the role of classroom assessment. Reponses are given on a Likert scale with four options (totally agree, mostly agree, mostly disagree, totally disagree) and there is a fifth option (not relevant) if the item content is judged irrelevant. Figure 4 shows an example of this type of item. 
Items where respondents can formulate their own answer
Finally, there are two types of open-ended items, one allowing for a short answer (a percentage, a number of students, number of hours, etc.) and one permitting a much longer answer, where respondents can express themselves more freely. For example, in the 'Perceptions of classroom assessment goals' section, there is an item that asks respondents what they consider the main goal of assessment in higher learning to be. Other items, however, combine a single response with long or short open-ended formats. Figure 5 shows an example taken from the third section of the questionnaire. 
Relevant data analysis
In this section, various data-processing options are illustrated by means of examples derived from the questionnaire as administered by GRIPU at the Université de Liège and the Université de Mons in 2008, and at the Université de Montréal in 1995. The Canadian survey was presented on paper, while the Belgian ones were completed online, using a working version of the current computerised version. The 1995 survey was sent out to 3766 university professors and lecturers associated with the Université de Montréal and its affiliated schools (École Polytechnique de Montréal and HEC-Montréal). Of these, 643 (16%) were deemed usable for further analysis. In the Liège survey, administered in January 2008, the questionnaire targeted 598 individuals (tenured and invited professors, lecturers, etc.). After a reminder was issued, the number of respondents rose to 214, but not all of them answered all the questions, so the final count of usable questionnaires was 194 (32%). In Mons, the survey was administered on 8 April 2008, with support from the rector. After one reminder was issued, 57 of the 81 questionnaires sent out (70%) came back in a state suitable for further analysis.
These three surveys clearly illustrate some of the constraints inherent to this type of project. With over 40,000 students, the Université de Montréal may be considered a large university by Canadian standards. By Belgian standards on the other hand, the Université de Liège is a medium-sized institution, while Mons is a small university. The universities' respective response rates of 16%, 32% and 70% can probably be explained by differences in size and the technology used, i.e. paper versus electronic formats. Different sizes also imply different missions, which means that some overall comparisons would not always be appropriate. A small university would probably not have an engineering school or a medical faculty. On the other hand, a big university would probably favour large classes at the undergraduate level. If our hypothesis is right and the assessment practices and tools used in universities are limited by class size, disciplinary traditions and faculty, some global comparisons would be more or less relevant, and differences and similarities should be examined in light of very precise variables. Nevertheless, the goal of the analysis presented in this paper is not to give the full detailed results of the three surveys mentioned, but to show by means of a few concrete examples the type of data that is at our disposal, and to make a convincing case for participation in such a survey as a road to understanding local and international issues.
Let us underline, the exemplary nature of the analyses that are presented below. They only intend to show all the potential of the PraDES survey concerning the issue of higher education teachers' docimological practices. 
Comparisons and analyses within institutions
Through this survey and the exchanges that it arouses within the universities partnerships, we wish to improve the quality of the learning assessments in higher education. In this context, the comparison and the analysis of the PraDES survey's results within institutions allow us to better understand the decision processes in relation with the assessment-related choices of the professors. It also contributes to the improvement of the methodological support offered by the teams who accompany the teachers.
Examinations as assessment tools in relation to class size and type of faculty
According to Blais et al. (1997, 124-7) and Astin (1993, 81-93) various constraints weigh heavily on professors' assessment-related decisions: education regulations, subjects taught, class size, type of teaching employed, the collegiality or non-collegiality of instruction, students' demands, etc. Among these, class size can have a major impact (and perhaps an even greater impact than the subjects taught by a given faculty) on the kinds of items included in an exam. How do matters stand, for example, at the Université de Liège?
We grouped the 194 respondents in four categories defined by the size of the classes that were evaluated:
• Very small (fewer than 26 students): n = 69 • Small (from 26 to 60 students): n = 34 • Large (from 61 to 250 students): n = 68
• Very large (more than 250 students): n = 23
The breakdown could have been different, of course, but it will do as an example. Table 1 gives the frequencies with which certain types of items were included in exams given to classes corresponding to the four size categories listed above.
We can see that, for very small groups, the long-answer type is mainly favoured (35% of the respondents say this type of item is part of the exam), followed by problem solving (25%) and short answer questions (20%). For small groups, again we find that long answers (42%) and short ones (26%) are mostly used. For large and very large groups, however, the picture changes noticeably. The multiple-choice question becomes the favoured item type for very large groups (28%), while the long answer type is much less in evidence with large groups. These data argue for a link between class size and item type, and suggest that the larger the class the more multiple-choice items are included in exams. But a finer analysis (made possible by the questionnaire) would also show differences related to disciplines and to the relative weight of these item types. There is a huge difference between exams when the respective weights for multiple-choice items are 100% and 10%.
Perceptions of the role of the assessment As Figure 6 shows, with regard to the item 'Assessing students requires knowledge linked to the field of assessment', there was almost unanimous agreement across the faculties that the assessment component of the professors' duties necessitates competency in that area. We can conclude that, in the view of respondents, assessment cannot be improvised and that a basic level of preparation is required to carry it out effectively. Item 7, which went a little deeper into the idea of an assessment knowledge base, asked respondents to rate their level of agreement or disagreement with the statement 'My knowledge of assessment allows me to better assess my students'. Overall, respondents agreed with the statement, but to a lesser extent than that shown for Item 6. Such information could be useful for those in charge of continuing training services at the university (Figure 7) . 
Analysis of constraints
Through a series of open questions, the survey also offered some options for more qualitative analysis. Respondents were asked, for example, 'Are there any particular constraints limiting your choices when it comes to assessing students?' Those who answered in the affirmative were also asked to provide details. Figure 8 shows, broken down according to class size, the percentages of Liège respondents who acknowledged the existence of constraints. Moreover, these percentages increased with class size. An analysis of the answers provided by these professors to explain their constraints shows that class size was the strongest factor (41%). A good many of the other explanations given can be broken down into two categories of constraint: the sophistication of certain assessment instruments (24%) used to evaluate complex tasks, and the time available to put together assessment tools (22%). Adjusting for group size we observed that professors dealing with large or very large groups almost exclusively adduced class size as an explanation for the constraints placed upon them (see Figure 9 ). It would thus seem that, above a certain threshold of group size, this constraint dwarfs all others. 
Comparisons of institutions
With some of the items it is possible to compare various institutional contexts. Figure 10 illustrates this by comparing the frequency with which the three universities (Montréal, Liège and Mons) used certain tools to gather data for assessment purposes. As we have already mentioned, however, such comparisons can often be misleading and it is important to keep in mind that Figure 10 illustrates the potential of such data for comparing institutions and countries (remember that the survey at Université de Montréal was done more than 10 years before the two others).
We were not surprised to learn that the three surveys cited the written examination as the tool most frequently used to evaluate students. But the second means mentioned most frequently by respondents at Liège and Mons, the 'oral examination' (52% and 43%, respectively), was mentioned very infrequently in the 1995 survey at the Université de Montréal. The second most frequently used instrument at the Université de Montréal at this time would have been the 'written exam during the academic year' (57%), which was used more rarely at Liège (19%) and Mons (26%). 'Homework' was also mentioned much more often at the Université de Montréal (44%) than it was at Liège (13%) and Mons (18%). Other visible differences were related to 'research work' and 'lab reports'. 
Conclusion and outlook
Taking into account a worldwide tendency towards quality management in institutions of higher learning, the latter are being called upon more and more to confirm the quality of instruction (Ramsden 1991; Nightingale and O'Neil 1994; Zink and Schmidt 1995; Lim 1999; Segers, Dochy, and Cascallar 2003; Gilles 2005; Blais 2008; Gilles and Detroz 2008) . On the outside, society requires guarantees for graduate competency levels and, on the inside, students ask for reliable and fair assessment practices. Answers to these external and internal pressures require more information on how professors evaluate students in the classroom setting and more transparency on how assessment is conducted at this level.
Concurrently, many large universities have put together services in support of teaching that are also mandated to support classroom assessment-related activities. Often, these services must be provided in a large-scale setting such as Europe or some emerging countries, where 'we are far away from the ideal of some prestigious North American universities with a ratio of one professor for 20 students' (Dupont and Ossandon 1994, 15) . Specialised units dedicated to classroom assessment have emerged in many institutions of higher learning. These units have a counselling role but often, due to important contextual differences, they are confronted with the reality of greatly diversified classroom assessment practices, precluding a single solution to all the problems encountered. In institutions of higher learning, contrary to what is generally observed at the primary and secondary levels of schooling, many different factors can influence the choice of means used to evaluate student performance. As a matter of fact, research in the field of classroom assessment in higher education must be based on a good knowledge of the contextual environment leading to choices of models and tools, otherwise the data obtained will have a very limited usefulness in helping to create scholarship in classroom assessment. Unfortunately, there is very little reporting of systematic data collection on this matter. The proposed survey thus focused on putting together a large contextualised database that would benefit researchers in the field of classroom assessment in higher education, as well as all those interested in knowing what is happening in other disciplines, faculties, institutions and countries.
Through the proposed international survey and exchanges between the participating institutions we intend to better understand why certain choices are made and to increase the quality of student assessment in higher education. After some preliminary results from six institutions we can already see the benefits of the survey and its impact on the creation of a community of researchers and practitioners interested in building a better 'evidence-based' body of knowledge on classroom assessment in higher education.
This broad web diffusion of the PraDES survey offers new perspectives to compare assessment practices within and between institutions. More and more actors inside and outside higher education institutions are preoccupied with this issue. In this paper, we highlight the potential of PraDES. A few examples of ongoing treatments show the extent to which docimological practices can be diverse within an institution, for example when we compare different faculties. Differences between institutions can also be noticed, for example when we compare a large institution like the University of Montréal with average and small universities of the French-speaking community of Belgium.
Through these research notes on the PraDES survey, we are launching a call for collaboration and inviting colleagues and institutions of higher learning to contact us so we can share, for the benefit of all, what has already been developed.
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